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Preface 


In the early centuries of the Christian era, there lived many mys- 
tic saints who, overcome by divine experiences sung the glories 
of the Almighty Lord, which were in the form of spontaneous 
outpourings. The saints who belonged to the Sri- Vaishnavite tra- 
dition were popularly known as the “Alwar-s”. They are twelve 
in number and include a woman-mystic known as ‘Andal’ as well 
as ‘Kodai’. The compositions of the Alwar-s, that form the four 
thousand songs known as the “Divya-Prabandham" (lit. Divine 
compositions), are very popular for their mystic content and the 
nature of divine enjoyment and bliss they speak about. 

For long there has been a great demand for an introductory in- 
sight into the divine lives of the Alwar-s, in a book form that 
explains their_stories concisely, in a simple and lucid language. 
This book is targetted to the layman, interested to know more 
about these divine saints. Though there are many other books 
that deal with the same topic, they are either too elaborate or too 
complicated for laymen to understand. Sri Tirumanjanam 
Sundara Rajan, hailing from the holy town of Srirangam, an eru- 


dite and versatile scholar in Sanskrit, Tamil and English, and an 
expert in the field of Divya Prabandhams, has ably filled this void 


by authoring this book. The publishers are grateful to him for the 
great service he has rendered to the seekers of knowledge, and 
wish him a long, prsoperous and happy life, to enable him to con- 
tinue his noble service to the seekers of knowledge. 

It is proposed to bring out similar booklets regarding other related 
topics in future also for serving the same purpose. We welcome 
suggestions from readers for further improvements. 


Prof. M.A.Lakshmi Thathachar 
Director, 
Academy of Sanskrit Research, 
Melkote - 571431 
N Mandya District, Karnataka 


Sri 
Alwar-Emberumanar-Jiyar Tiruvadigale Saranam 


The Divine Lives of the Alwars 


1. The Three Early Alwar-s - Mudal Alwarkal’ 


Kanchipuram, situated in to-day’s State of Tamil Nadu in South 
India, is a historic city of numerous temples and was the ancient 
capital of the noble dynasty of the Pallava-kings. Kanchi is one 
of the famous centres of the Sri-Vaishnava religion. In 
Kanchipuram is the famous temple and divya-desam of Sri 
Yathokta-kari, where the Lord was named so for abiding by the 
wishes of his devotee. The concept of divya-desam, meaning 
the favoured abodes of Lord Sri Narayana (Ukandu-arulina 
nilangal’), is crucial to the pragmatic aspect of Sri-Vaishnava 
teligion. To the north of this temple is a pond full of blooming 
lotuses. . 


One of these lotuses was specially e/ect for divine dispensation. 
For, it was in this lotus did Poygai Alwar appear in this world, in 
the asterism of ‘Sravanam’ in the month of ‘tula’. His soft lumi- 
nosity identified him as the personification (or, amSam) of Pancha- 
janya, the conch of Lord Narayana. The Alwar is revered sim- 
ply as ‘Poygai’, meaning the One who appeared in a pond. 


To the east of Kanchipuram, right on the sea-shore, is the fa- 
mous port-city popularly and severally known as Ma-malla-puram 
and as Maha-bali-puram. Here, in Maha-bali-puram is situated 
the ‘divya-desam’ known as titu-k-kadal-mallai. In this place there 
was this enchanting bower overgrown with the creeper of 
‘kurukkatti’ flowers. One of the flowers was specially elect, for, it 
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was from that chaliced flower did Bhoota-t-Alwar emanate into 
this world, in the asterism of ‘Dhanishtha’, and in the month of 

‘tula’. His lustre announced him to partake of Kau-mo-dakee, 
the mace of Lord Narayana. Since He had the vision of the Lord, 
he was known as ‘bhootam’. 


The Sanskrit verb “bhu -- sattAyAm” signifies to be, to exist. The 
Vedic declaration is, “asan-nEvE sa bhavat; asad brabmEn vEda 
cEs, asti brabmEt cEdvEda, santam Enam tatO viduh”. 


(Meaning: “One may not live a meaninful life at all if one does 
not realise that the Supreme Brahman exists. Only be who knows 
that the Supreme exists lives a meaningful life.”) 
Since this Alwar knew the Supreme Brahman in its true sense, he 
was venerated as bhootam, as one who really existed in true knowing. 
Thus is the insight available in the vyakhyanam - exigesis on the 
expression “bhootangal? which occurs in the scriptural Tiru-vay- 
mozhi verse “poliga, poliga” of Nam-m-alwar. 


A little distance to the north of Tiru-kkadal-mallai, and close by 
to the south of the temple in Tiru-alli-k-keni in to-day’s metro- 
politan city of Madras-Chennai, is the suburb of Mylai-Mylapore. 
In this Mylai was a sacred well, and the well was covered by a 
sheet of flowers. In the flower-spread stood out a beautiful pink 
water-lily. This was the flower-elec in which did Pey-Alwar appear 
in this world. His asterism was the ‘Sata-bhishak’ in the month 
of ‘tula’. He emerged in a resplendence verily as of Lord 
Narayana’s sabre, the Nandakam. His overpowering devotion 
towards the Almighty gave him a rather wild appearance, and so 
he was addressed as “Pey” - the Possessed. He was known as the 
Profound, the ‘Mahad-ahvaya’ , and that was to name him after 
the Lord Himself, “tasya nama ahad-yasah”. Pey had thc previlege 
of studying under the great Tiru-malisai Alwar. 


In due course by the divine grace of the Almighty Lord Narayana, 
Vishvak-sena, the Lord of the Hosts, administered the five 
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sacremental ‘samskara-s’ to Poygai Alwar, Bhuta-t-Alwar and to 
Pey Alwar. 

Just like Rama, Bharata and Lakshmana, these three Alwar mys- 
tics werc born on successive days. Lord Vishvak-sena Himself 
‘had initiated them into the meanings of the esoteric formula, 
‘iru-mantram’. They betrayed, therefore, none of the com- 
mon and mundane cravings. Directed as they were to the sole 
aim of serving the Lord, they roamed across the land worship- 
ping the Lord in His different Chosen Places (“ukandu-arulina 
nilangal). They were all the while unmindful of even basic 
needs like food and water and creature-comforts. 


Then the Almightly Lord Narayana, wished to bring together the 
three Alwars who were thus engaged in His service. Onc day, 
after sunset, Poygai Alwar reached the ‘divya-desam’, known as 
Tiru-k-kovalur. After worshipping Lord Tri-vikrama in the 
temple, he retired to a room in the vicinity of a house which was 
the Ashram-hermitage of the seer Mrkandu Maharshi. At that 
moment, heavy rains set in and lashed the whole town. Poygai 
Alwar prepared himself to get some sleep and stretched himself 
on the floor. At that time, Bhutat-Alwar arrived there. He called 
out to ask if he could be sheltered there for the night. Poygai 
Alwar welcomed him and the two of them joyfully started on a 
pious conversation over the glory of the Almighty. After some 
time, Pey-Alwar arrived there soaking in the shower, and asked 
to be let in. 


The first two Alwars received him and said, “Room enough here 
for one person to stretch himself in sleep! Two could be seated, 
but three could barely stand around inside for shclter. You are 


welcome!” 


All the three of them, however, chose to stand on their feet in 


the small passage-way, the while it rained unabatingly. They 
were immersed in their contemplation of Lord Narayana, and 
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conversed animatedly on the unsolicited nature of the Lord's 
Grace. As they engaged themselves thus, the rains became more 
intense and a thunderstorm started. They suddenly sensed that a 
fourth person had entered the room, and was nestling in for space. 
To sce the newcomer they needed a light to peer around in the 
inky darkness. 
Poygai Alwar lit a lamp. For him the vast globe itself served as 
the handy lamp, and the lapping oceans the butter-oil. He 
snatched the sun for the flame in the lamp. 
‘ vatyam takali-ya, var-kadale ney-y-aka, veya kadiron vilak-k-aka, 


Bhootam made his own wonderful lamp fashioned from the 
material of his surpassing Love of God. He filled the lamp with 
his surging devotion. He gave it the wick made of his ecstasy of 
dissolution. 
‘anbE takaLiyA, ArvamE ney-y-Aka, inburuku chintai iDu-tiniyA, 
Even as these two Alwars lighted lamps, Pey Alwar held in a 
rare epiphany Lord Narayana Himself, in all His splendour, in 
His golden person, His divine jewels and finery, His vibrant dis- 
cus sudarSanam, the conch of loud paen. The Lord of the oce- 
anic hue, He Himself stood before the Alwar. 
‘ tiru-k-kaNDEn, pon-mEni kaNDEn, en Azhi-vaNNan-pAl inRu ! 
The three Alwar-s did thus receive the beatific grace of the Lord. 
This, verily, was the ultimate fulfilment of life one could wish 
for, the Lord’s ephiphany, bhbagavat-sAkshAt-kAram. 
The Alwar-s paid thcir mutual respects, and cach went his way. 
Their Way was the Way of Togetherness in the guest for God, 
and their gains of the stormy night was their reflexive readiness 
to surrender to a fellow-sceker even the tiny foot-hold of space 
that one may have come by. 

Maa a 


2, Tiru-mazhisai Alwar 


There is an exalted place known as “Tiru-mazhisai' or ‘Mahee 
sata’, meaning the choicest site on earth. This is situated not 
far from to-day’s metropolitan city of Chennai. Eminent sages 
like Atri, Bhrgu, Vasishtha, Bhargava and Angeerasa favoured 
this site for their penance. Of them, sage Bhargava, organised 
the prolonged deergha-satra sacrifice to propitiate Lord Vasu-deva, 
and as part of the sacrifice, performed severe austerities. 

The gods, feeling challenged by the severity of the penance, dis- 
patched celestial damsels to distract Bhargava from his penance. 
"Kanakangee' was among these beautiful damsels, and she suc- 
‘ceeded in winning the attention of the sage. Soon, the two of 
them started living together’. 


Out of this union, the celestial nymph conceived. When the time 
came, she gave birth to a shapeless gob of flesh. She discarded 
the sorry flesh-ball into a bush nearby and returned to her celes- 
tial abode. A miracle happened, and who could have worked it 
but the Lord Vishnu manifest in this blessed site of Mahce-sara? 
The Lord willed it and the flesh-ball just got transformed into a 
winsome male child with full limbs, faculties and animation. 

Lord Jagannatha, as He is known in the place, and His divine 
spouse Sri-devi, appeared before the child and endowed him with 
their grace. The divine appearance ceased, and the infant let out 
in puling. There was no knowing if he wailed that the Lord no 
longer stayed in his vision, or that he wailed for mother’s milk. 
A weaver of rushes by name ‘Tiru-valan’ happened to pass by, 


(iis y version is available in the Divya Soori Charitam and not in the Guru Parampara 
abbavam.) sn 7 OA 
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and heard the wailing of the child. He scanned the bush and 
discovered the beautiful child. 

Tiru-valan hurricd home with the delightful foundfing and handed 
the child to Pankaja, his wife. Shc was herself issueless and re- 
ceived the infant with instant joy, and gave breast to him. There 
was no way but that the Lord Himself had given this child to her. 
This child so visibly blessed, was to be the much-revered mystic 
Sri-bhakti-sara, Tiru-mazhisai-Alwar. 


The child grew up into a young man, and probed the doctrines of 
diverse religions and philosophies, and finally realised that 


Sriman-Narayana was the true light and essence of the Veda. 


Eventually, a child was born to Tiruvalan and his wife. Sri-Bhakti- 
sara who was the son of Risi Bhargava, blessed the newborn 
child who was named Kanikkanan. Sri-bhakti-sara and 
Kanikkannan became brothers in love and pursued their studies 
and grew up together in great affection. 


Sri-bhakti-sara started on his theological quest to ascertain the 


entity of Ultimate Truth (para-tattvam) for himself. He became a 


Buddhist and pored over the texts of the Buddhist religion. He 
found no satisfaction here. Then he turned to Jainism which sat- 
isfied him even less. He next pursued Saiva observances vigor- 
ously, but remained directionless. 


Another Alwar mystic known by the name Pey came to know of 
the plight of clucless Sri-bhakti-sara. Pey decided to steer him 
back into the righteous path of Sri-Vaishnava religion, and he 
prepared for this by pitching his own hermitage next to that of 
Sri-bhakti-sara. 

Once, cven as Sri-bhakti-sara was looking on, Pey Alwar got busy 
pitching several plants upside down in the earth, their roots all 
to the sky. Sri-bhakti-sara got curious and stepped close to Pey 
Alwar and inquired, “Are you in proper frame of mind to pitch 
the plants in this manner?” Pey retorted, ‘It is you and not I who 
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is insane!”  Sri-bhakti-sara asked, “How come?” Pey Alwar 
clarified to him with the comment, “It is as well that you have 
studied one and all of the existing philosphies, but what is the 
point of all this exertion if this quest were to result in worship 
of Rudra, a bonded soul himself? Can you not, with all your 
learning, see Lord Sriman Narayana as para-tattva, the Ultimate 


Reality?”. The rhetorical question of Pey Alwar was followed by 
a heated debate between the two to decide on the entity of para- 


tattva, Ultimate Reality. Pey Alwar could finally convince Sri- 
bhakti-sara with concrete evidence that it was-Lord Sriman 
Narayana who was the Ultimate Reality. Sri-bhakti-sara felt 
blessed at this precious spiritual insight. Pey Alwar, in turn, 


gave him benedictions and administered to him the five-fold rites, 


pancha-samskAra of Srivaishnava faith. True to his name Sri- 


bhakti-sara, the Alwar of tiru-mazhiSai fully came to immerse 
himself in single-minded devotion to Lord Narayana. 
He returned to Tiru-mazhisai and sang of the Lord in his yogic 
bliss. Rich in Divine grace, Tiru-mazhisai Alwar adored the 
Lord in two passionate psalm-books, Nan-mukhan-tiru-antadi 
and Tiru-c-chhanda-viruttam. 
Tiru-mazhisai-Alwar spent his last days in the shrine of Tiru-k- 
kudantai Ara-amudan (modern city of Kumbhakonam). 

ae seat 


3. Nam-Alwar (Sri Satha-kopa-muni) 


Tiru-k-kurukoor or Tiru-nagari, is a guiet community-town to 


the south of river Tamra-parni irrigating the deep ‘Pandya’ re- 
gion of the Tamil-spcaking part of the country. Kari, a pro- 


found devotec of Lord Sriman Narayana lived in this sacred sitc. 
Kari and his wife Udaiya-nangai paid a pilgrim-visit to'the nearby 
diya-desa of Tiru-k-kurun-kudi, and prayed to the presiding De- 
ity, Lord Sundara-pari-poorna for progeny. The Lord, while bless- 
ing the couple said, “I will myself be born as your son”. 

Soon after, a child was born to the devout couple and, sure as 
anything, the child had the striking looks of Vishvak-sena, the 
lord of celestial hosts, as is described in the scriptures. The child, 
all the same, exhibited none of the functional reflexes of a nor- 
mal human child such as crying or sneezing or feeding. This ap- 
parent inertness apart, the infant was not languishing. Under- 
standably enough, the parents were alternately distracted and 
bewildered. The distressed parents held on to their faith in the 
Lord and named him Maran. They placed the child in a golden 
cradle which they tied up on the branch of a tamarind tree in the’ 
local temple of Tiru-nagari and stayed by watching over their 
precious child. 

f It is believed that a child in foetus receives divine intimations of 
immortality but gradually forgets them as he is born and counts 
his years on this earth. It is said that the amnesia which causes 
the snapping of divine intimations is originally occasioned by a 
negative spirit called Satha. However, the Satha had no evil 
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power over this child born of the Lord's grace, and was dismissed 


by his mere grunt, The child-Alwar thus retained his pre-natal 
knowledge of the divine, and hence came to be known as “Satha- 
kopa”, that is, One who spurned Satha. | 

The child advanced in years to be sixteen, and all the while got 
immersed deeper and deeper intu God-consciousness. It was this 
perpetual state of holy immersion that made him the Alwar. Lord 
Nam-perumal, verily the Lord our own at Srirangam, showered 
His special grace on Satha-kopa. This Lord Our Own, Nam- 
perumal, adopted Satha-kopa as Nam-Alwar, that is to say, Alwar- 
Our Own. Since all of the nine other Alwar saints are held to be 
spiritually integral to him, Satha-kopa is known by the unguali- 
fied appellation, Alwar. 

At the behest of Lord Sriman Narayana, the Alwar was visited 
by Lord Vishvak-sena, and initiated him into the esoterics of 
Para-tattvam, the Ultimate Truth, and administered unto him the 
Pancha-samskara, the five-fold rite of Srivaishnava faith. Nam- 
Alwar drank deep of the fountain-spring of Krishna thoughts, 
and was enshrined under the humble tamarind tree as the very 


embodiment of Wisdom leading to Brahmananda, supreme bliss. 


Meanwhile, Madhurakavi, a devout seeker who was in search of 
a preceptor, was roaming in North India, saw a large light beam 
issuing from the south. After a long and arduous journey on the 
path of the light beam, Madhura-kavi arrived at Alwar-tiru-nagari ` 
located in the south-east district of the Tamil region. The light 
beam which he had pursued down from Ayodhya led him to Nam- 
m-Alwar, seated under the tamarind tree, with his eyes drawn 
closed in divine trance. Madhura-kavi approached the luminous 
personage rather timorously, but was instantly suffused with a 
feeling of transport and fulfilment. 

Namm-Alwar stirred at sensing the arrival of Madhura-kavi, and 
looked at him. The benign glance yielded for Madhura-kavi a 
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preceptor and God-in-preceptor all at once. Madhura guizzcd 
the young hermetic in cryptic manner about the equation of the 


‘Creator and his creature, and Nam-Alwar responded appropri- 
ately, but cryptically likewisc. Madhura-kavi bowed and touched 
the feet of Nam-m-Alwar in reverence, And nothing more was 


left for the acceptance of the disciple. 


Nam-Alwar initiated him into the Srivaishnava doctrine of the 
five states of the Lord’s being, and the corollary esoterics of artha- 
_panchakam, as would take the seeker to God-realisation. And 
with surpassing graciousness, Nam-Alwar imparted unto Madhura- 
kavi his own four books which were actually the dravidian 
redaction’s of the four vedas. Madhurakavi graciously recorded 
them all in manuscript form. Madhura-kavi sang the hymn of 
Kanni-nun-siru-t-tambu in adoration of nam-m-Alwar, as his of- 
fering of gratitude unto the precious preceptor, 
Lord Narayana, the Lord of Vaikuntha-in-the-heavens, a appeared 


with his divine spouses Sri-devi, Bhu-devi and Neela-devi in full 


epiphany before Alwar who was overwhelmed to see the sur- 
passing divine form of the Creator. There was soon a grand as- 
semblage of all the Deities of the earthly shrines numbering One 

ight i This made for a pure mood of 


Hundred and Eight in number. 


communication between the Creator in diverse manifestations 
and the soulful Creature who gratified the Deities by dedicating 
to them his psalms of passionate adoration. Nam-m-Alwar was 
the Seer of Truth, and he sang four psalm-books, prabandham-s, 
that form the essence of the four Vedas. Tiru-vay-moli is the 
magnum opus. 

The surpassing love for the Lord which animated the entire be- 
ing of Nam-Alwar made him so intimate with the Lord, that he 
came to be regarded as thc Lord’s Lotus Feet. To this day, Alwar 
is consecrated, in every shrine of Lord Sriman Narayana, in the 
form of the Lord’s feet placed on a conical mount made of gold. 


Me sk se fe aie 


4. Madhura-kavi Alwar 


Madhurakavi was born ncar Alwar-tiru-nagari in Tiru-k-koloor, 
of the famed cluster of Nine divya-desam-s located in the south- 
cast district of the Tamil region. His family was of the poorva- 
sikha community which was marked by tying the hair in forc- 
locks, and devoted to learning of Sama-veda. The Alwar evcn- 
tually came to be known as Madhura-kavi, after the enchanting 
lay of ten stanzas [Kanni nun Sirn-t-tambu | he composed in tribute 
to his mentor, Nam-m-Alwar. 


By the grace of the Lord reclining over the Serpent of Infinity, he 
was uniquely blessed with God-awareness right since the mo- 


ment of conception. He was driven by a grand passion to visit 
the several chosen seats ( wkandu arulina sthalankal) of the Lord, 
known as divya-desam, and went on unceasing pilgrimage to these 
holy sites. In the course of his grand tour of holy sites in North 
India, he reached the sacred city of Ayodhya and stopped there 
for a while. 


One day during his sojourn in Ayodhya, the Alwar’s thoughts 
took him to the Lord of the temple in his native village, Tiru-k- 


koloor. The deity had the uncommonly beautiful name, the 
Blessed Treasure (Vattta-ma-nidhi = nitkshepa-vittah), The mo- 


ment the Alwar thought of his Lord, he fell prostrate reverencing 
the Lord’s southern direction. It was then that he noticed an 
arrestingly bright beacon of light issuing over the southern hori- 
zon. He wondered, “This lustre looks unearthly indeed ! Or, 
could this be only a common forest fire? Or is it that some city is 
burning?” The effulgence kept glowing for days thereafter, and 
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it was getting brighter. He argued in many ways trying to explain 
the light to himself. “This light is something truly uncommon, 
and is pure light. Maybe it significs a mystic presence !” he con- 


cluded. 


He decided to explore and reach for the apparent other-worldly 
occurrence of the light. He forthwith set out on return journcy 
towards the source of light in the south. He plodded doggedly 
over the awesome distances of the land, unyielding in his march. 
He rested in the day-time and walked the nights targeting the 
light. After a long and arduous journey, Madhura-kavi arrived at 
Alwar-tiru-nagari located in the south-cast district of the Tamil 


region. 

The light beam which he had pursued down from Ayodhya led 
him to a young man of sixteen seated under a tamarind tree, with 
his eyes drawn closed in divine trance. Madhura-kavi approached 
the luminous personage rather timorously, but was instantly suf- 
fused with a feeling of transport and fulfilment. Madhura-kavi 
was in the presence of Nam-Alwar. Nam-Alwar stirred at sens- 
ing the arrival of Madhura-kavi, and looked at him. The benign 
glance yielded for Madhura-kavi a preceptor and God-in-precep- 

tor all at once. Madhura quizzed the young hermetic in cryptic 
manner about the equation of the Creator and his creature, and 
Nam-Alwar responded appropriately, but cryptically likewisc. 
Madhura-kavi bowed and touched the fect of Nam-Alwar in rev- 
erence. And nothing mote was left for the acceptance of the dis- 
ciple. 

Nam-Alwar initiated him into the Srivaishnava doctrine of the 
five states of the Lord’s being, and the corollary esoterics of artha- 
panchakam, as would take the seeket to God-realisation. And with 
surpassing graciousness, Nam-Alwar imparted unto Madhura-kavi 
his own four books which were actually the dravidian redactions 
of the four vedas. Madhura-kavi sang the hymn of Kanni-nun- 
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siru-t-tambu in adoration of Nam-Alwar, as his offering of grati- 
ea ma“ k F 

tude unto the precious preceptor. Later Madhurakavi commis- 

sioned the iconic image of Nam-Alwar and consecrated it in 


Alwar-tiru-nagari for worship. He was the epitome of Bhagavata- 
pratipatti, the basic and ultimate tenet of Srivaishnava religion. 
ed aa 0800 080_00Q~— 


He sang no song addressing the Lord, yet he was regarded to be 


an Alwar, the ultimate mystic, as he instead dedicated his 
psalmody to his preceptor, Nam-Alwar. Madura-kavi spent the 
rest of his days dwelling over the spiritual pre-eminence of his 


preceptor, and in due course of time attained the bliss which the 
lotus feet of his Acharya represented. 
| fore 


5. Kulasekhara Alwar 


There is a city called Kozhi-kode in Kerala in South India. The 
ruler of this place had yearned for long for an heir. The king 
constantly prayed to Lord Narayana for an issue. His prayers 
werc answere, and in due course, in the constellation of Punarvasu 
in the Masi month, the king was blessed with a beautiful male 
child. In due course, the boy was named Kulashekharan, and 
was initiated into the Vedic samskaras, the rites of investitute 
and consecration. Kulasekharan was thereafter put on a course 
of instruction in the four Vedas, the six shastras, followed by 
training in archery and other martial arts. Eventually he was 
crowned the Yuvaraja or heir-apparent of the ruler. 

Soon, Kulasekharan set out on a sustained expedition of con- 
quest of his enemies. And vanquished them all. And returned 
victoriously to a hero’s welcome having earned many meaningful 
titles for his surpassing valor and courage. Soon, he was crowned 
as King by his father, who then retired to the forest to a life of 
austerity and penance. 

King Kulasekhara ruled over his subjects in a just and correct 
manner, ensuring that the small was secured with the big, the 
feeble from the high and mighty. Thus his rule evoked compari- 
son with the reign of Sri Rama himself. In due course, he was 
blessed with a son and a daughter, and his happiness of parental 
love was complete. 

At this stage in the king’s life, the Lord intervened to turn his 
mind inward on questions of dcistic philosophy, questions on 
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whether it was the king who stood alone and moved things and 
events by himself, or whether all this submitted to a greater power. 
Soon, his mind set out to think about God. He sought the in- 
struction and guidance of pious scholars well versed in various 
sastra-s. The sum and substance of the entirety of these dis- 
courses and spiritual investigations pointed to only one conclu- 


sion, namely, that it was Lord Sri Mukunda who was the Su- 
preme God. 


Even as He meditated upon the Lord, the Lord showered His 
divine grace on the King Kulasekhara by granting him an insight 
into the nuances of the Sastras which delineated the Lord’s own 
Blessed manifestations. King Kulasekhara realized that Sriman 
Narayana was the Supreme Principle (pura-fattvam), and he came 
to be constantly immersed in contemplating the divine qualitics 
of the Lord. The episodes of the Sri Rama incarnation sustained 


him as among the vibhava forms of the Lord. He was equally 
captivated by the pastimes of Lord Krishna too. 


Among the iconic archa manifestations of the Lord, it was Sri 
Ranganatha of the holy city of Srirangam who fascinated him 
most. Hc identified and secured devout scholars to read the great 
epic of Sri Ramayana to him. Eventually, reading the Ramayana 
by himself became the most cherished occupation of the King. 
Offering ceremonial worship of Tiru-aradhanam to his favorite 
deities was most enjoyable to the King. 


As of a day, the King was in audience listening to the narration 
of the book of Aranya-kanda of the sacred epic Ramayana. The 
episode of the day portrayed a solitary Rama pitted against the 
horde of fourteen thousand demons. The King was lost inwardly 
during the narration, and Sri Rama’s battle grew so vivid in his 
mind as happening right before his eyes, that he burst out, “Come 
on, let us mobilise, and rush to the side of our Lord Sri Rama, for 
he is alone in fighting these evil forces !” He was agitated and 
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hollercd out for his commander, and issued mobilisation orders 
to that effect, himself to lead the army. 


The commander and other courtiers were struck dumb at this 
fix, but the scholar-narrator grappled with the emotions of the 
king’s trance. The narrator promptly hurried through to Sri Rama’s 
. e . . 
victory over the demon-adversaries, and he dwelt tenderly on Sri 
Rama’s happy return to the loving embraces of Sita-devi. 


Another day, the scholar was deputised by his son to read the 
Ramayana for the King. The young scholar was not aware of 
Kulasekhara's emotional identification with the epic episodes and 
reached the seguence of Ravana abducting Sita-devi. The King 
forthwith time-travelled to the scene of the outrage, and peremp- 
torily commanded his army to follow him, and reached the Seru- 
teeram, at the southern tip of India, in order to cross the sea to 
bring back Sita. 


To feel was, for Kulasekhara, to think, and to think of Sri Rama 
was, for him, to spring into action rightaway. Soon, he started 
wading through the waves of the sea attempting to to reach for 
Sita-devi's rescue. His followers looked on in amazement. Soon, 
Lord Rama, with Sita-devi and Lakshmana on either side, ap- 
peared in vision to the King, and the Lord spoke to him com- 
mending him for his rallying. The Lord assured him that the 
crisis was past and that He had already slain Ravana and recov- 
ered Sita-devi. This gesture of Lord’s grace put Kulasekhara in 
comfort. The King returned in the peace and fulfilment of the 
divine encounter and continued with his kingly duties unto his 
subjects as before. 

Soon, the King realized the essence of Srivaishnava philosophy 
that a fraternal regard for fellow-Srivaishnavas was the best 


means of attaining salvation. He started entertaining hosts of 
Srivaishnava devotees at all times and in all places, and even his 


bed-chamber was not out of bounds for them; or his palace. His 
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ministers were greatly upset at the latitude shown by their King. 
They met among themselves conspiring against his practices; and 
ultimately hit upon a plan. 


The festival of Sti Rama Navami was being celebrated, and the 
ablisekam of the Lord was in progress. At that moment, some- 
one on purpose removed the a valuable gem-necklace of the 
deity and hid it. When the abbishekam concluded, the priest was 
about to deck the deity with the necklace but could not find it. 
He reported the loss. The ministers discussed it with the King 
and there was commotion all around. The ministers, taking this 
opportunity, alleged theft of the precious jewellery, and blamed 
the Sriviashnvas, whom the King adored, as responsible for the 
theft. The king was not a little upset by this cynical allegation 
against the devotees of the Lord. 

The King swore that the Sriviashnvas were innocent and he would 
demonstratively vouch for it himself. The King sent for a pitcher- 
trap of cobras, and he thrust his hand into the vicious pitcher as 
the people assembled watched stunned at this rash demonstra- 
tion. The king declared that the snake would sting him if the 
Sriviashnvas were indeed guilty of theft of the sacred jewellery. 
The Srivaishnavas were thus strikingly vindicated, and the plot- 
ters submitted to what was a visible divine sign of such vindica- 
tion. In fear of such divine sign, they confessed to thcir chica- 


nery and related their plot to the king and sought his pardon. 


The incident gencrated a popular and widespread vencration for 
the Srivaishnava savants in the domain of King Kulashekhara. 


The King set down his royal burden and crowned his son in his 
place, and took up his retreat in the holy capital of Srirangam, 
as he had desired every day of his long long years of kingship. 
He stood before Lord Sriranga in His sanctum, and his adoring 
eyes were delighted, and would not have cnough of gazing at 
this precious dark gem | “karu-mani” ] which emitted its benign 
rays from the jewel-box of Sriranga-vimAnam. 
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He made a pilgrimage to the other chosen sites and shrines called 
divya-desam-s, and poured forth his ecstasies into his book of hymns 
called Perumal Tirumozhi. While the incarnation of Lord Sri 
Rama was centre-stage to his emotions, he lived vicariously 
through the overweening deprivations experienced by Devaki in 
that she could not raise her child-incarnation Sri Krishna by her- 
self . 
His favourite divine manifestation was Sri Rama who is “perumal’ 
in the sampradayam. The Alwar was therefore known as 
“Kulasekhara Perumal”. 
He shed his mortal coil in his time. It is proper to believe that 
the Alwar is in audience with the Lord in his beatitude in the 
world yonder, gazing at the Lord in adoration all the time. 


The sampradayam postulates that the transcendant Lord 
is also animating the devotee from within visible distance, 
and the formless One dwells in the comprehensible form 
of the archa. It was the Alwar’s prayer that the Lord admit 
him as close as the step in his sanctum. This step is ac- 
cordingly venerated as the “Kula-Sekharan padi”. 
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6. Periyalwar 


Not far to the south of Madurai (in to-day's State of Tamil Nadu) 
is the ancient city of Sri-villi-puttoor. This city is famous for its 
temple with towering Gopuram-s. Lord Vada-perum-Koyil- 
udaiyan is the presiding deity of this city. Here lived the saint 
Sri Vishnu-chitta, who was named so, for he was devoted body 
and soul to the service of Lord Vishnu. He was especially drawn 
to the Krishna incarnation, and constantly meditated on Krishna’s 
acquaintance with the devotee, Malaakara, who had made a 
flower-garland and offered it to Krishna as He was on his way to 
his victorious bout with the tyrannical ruler Kamsa. Vishnu- 
chitta naturally dedicated himself to the making of flower-gar- 
lands for his Deity. 

Sri-Vallabha-deva of Pandya dynasty ruled the land at that time, 
from his capital city of Madurai. Ever concerned for the welfare 
of his subjects, the King used to go out disguised as a commoner, 
on a vigil-round of his capital in the nocturnal hours. As of a 
night, he noticed a small assembly of elderly people in animated 
conversation. 


He approached them and spoke to them in a submissive tone: 
“Sirs, You are learned people. And, here I am, an ignoramus in 
many ways. I beseech you to show me the path to fulfilment.” 
The old men peered at him approvingly, and one of them started 
reciting the well-known verse from the great epic, Maha-bharatam: 
“varshaartham ashtau pra-yatEta masann....” meaning, 


One has to toil for eight months of the year to survive the idle rainy months; 
work hard during day-time to earn the nights slumber; exert through years 


20 


of youth in order that old age be resiful. Do thus plan and work night here 
for the after-life that would be. ' 


The scholar recited the Soka, and explained the linkage between 
life in this world and its sequel of the more precious life of the 
life to come. As the scholar ceased, the king thanked him and 
took leave. 


Back in his chamber in the royal palace, the King stepped out of 
his vigilante disguise. The message received from his conversa- 
tion with the scholars had a great cffect on him. The king thought, 
“My needs are all met in this temporal life. And what of the 
world yonder? How, then, shall I strive for lasting fulfilment? Who 
will show me the right path from now on?” He came to a crucial 
decision, “I surely have to seek after the Ultimate Principle (para- 
tattvam). This is the fountain-head which I can tap for all of the 
four Purushartha-s, ~~ the cardinal values of dharma (the cthical 
sensc), artha (material wherewithal), kawa (emotional enrich- 
ment), and moksha (state of deliverance). 


“JI need to settle this in a wide concourse of ideas, and a scminar 
of scholar-stalwarts!” Having thought thus, he promptly sum- 
moned his advisers and gave them necessary instructions. There 
was to be an award of a pouch of gold coins to the contestant 
who would convincingly identify the Ultimate Principle (para- 
tattvam) in the seminar. The town-crier announced it all round 
over drum-beats. l 


All arrangements were got together for what was to be the most 
representative and scholarly theological conference of its kind. 


Suspended from the high point of the vast arched ceiling was the 


pouch of gold coins. This would be awarded to the contestant 
who convincingly identified, in the seminar, the Ultimate Prin- 


ciple (para-tettvam) sustaining the phenomenon of creation and 


'Purport: A farmer labours through nine months of the year... and rests peacefully aver 
the remaining three months. People work hard during daytime ...so that they can enjoy 
restful sleep in the night. During youth one has to work hard and puts by money... for 
to be at peace in old age. In this life, one gives onesclf to the worship of the Al- 
mighty... to prepare for the unthinkahly greater bliss when leaving this life behind. 
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dissolution, ~~ and of mankind' spiritual quest. Several emi- 
nent scholars, intellectuals and theologians from all across the 
country came down to Madurai to participate in this exalted 
conference. 


The sage, Vishnu-chitta, had no inkling of the seminar called by 
the king. He had, of a day, rendered his day’s servicein the temple 
of Lord Vada-perum-koyil-udaiyan, and retired to sleep. The 
Lord appeared in the dream of Vishnuchitta and said, “Go forth 
and collect your pouch of gold !” Alwar heard in trepidation, 
and was very unsure of himself. The Lord assured him in maj- 
esty. “Go thou forth,” He commanded. “It shall be-I that shall. 
demonstrate in the king’s seminar the Vedartha, scriptural ver- 
ity.” The vision ended, and the Lord disappeared. Vishnu-chitta 
wondered, and trusted the vision. 


Vishnu-chitta proceeded to the conference in Madurai, as bid- 
den by the Lord. The King rose from his throne and received him 
with honours. Many scholars pitched in with sophistry and cita- 
tions, and put up their involuted logic, and arrived at unconscio- 
nable conclusions. In due course, the king’s scholarly adviser 
Selva-nambi announced for Sri Vishnu-chitta to speak. The sage 
meditated on the divine form of the Lord in his heart, and he set 
out to speak. He spoke with great erudition and conviction in 
the scripture. His oratory was surpassing and he spoke verily as 
a seer. He cited scripture copiously, and he refuted others’ false 
doctrines. In conclusion, he reached convincingly for the text, 
Veda-Sastrat param nasti, na daivam Kesavat param 

meaning, a 

“No authority supercedes the veda, nor is a deity superior to 

. Kesava.” 

With this ringing final statement, the sack of gold sagged down 
to Vishnu-chitta’s reach, and this overwhelmed the multitudi- 
nous scholars assembled. The King was overjoyed and instantly 
fell at Vishnu-chitta’s feet. He was ecstatic over the invincible 


demonstration by Vishnu-chitta that Sriman-Narayana was 
God-in-majesty (para-tattvam). He adored Vishnu-chitta and 


reverenced him in public, by giving him the honorofic of ‘Bhattar- 
piran’. 


In his ecstasy of gaining the scripture's truth, the king went on to 
have a spontancous celebration. The king placed Vishnu-chitta 
centre-stage of the celebration of the event, and got the sage 
seated in scdan-mount on a decorated elephant, and took him 
out in ceremonial procession. Even as the procession was in 
progress, Lord Narayana and His Consort Lakshmi appeared in 
the sky, gliding on the back of the divine kite, Garuda. The di- 
vine parents appeared there for all to see, as though attending 
the coronation of their son in the kingdom of divine grace. 
Vishnu-chitta’s happiness flowed over at this rich vision of the 
Lord and His spouse Kamala, as could be had only in the Lord’s 
transcendental abode of Vaikuntha. Alwar's rarefied devotion 
made for a reversal of roles as between the Lord and the devo- 
tec, between the almighty Protector and the feeble protected. 
Vishnu-chitta's passion-profound caused in him an anxiety to pray 
that the enchanting vision be preserved. He spontaneously 
grabbed the bells which were hung across the back of the el- 
ephant, and keeping time with the bells for cymbals, he sang in 
adoration a benediction hymn of the Lord Forever, and Ever 
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Vishnu-chitta returned to Sri-villi-puttoor. With the wealth of 
the gold awarded to him in the royal court, he taised a towering 
gopuram at the gateway of the temple of :his dear Lord Vada- 
perum-koyil-udaiyan. 


His prime delight continued to be in garlanding flowers for the 
Lord. It was Krishna who, among the several manifestations of 
the Lord, remained his favourite Deity and focus. The saint was 
ever immersed in imagining the dear episodes and message of 
the Krishna incarnation. He poured forth his mystic experiences 
in surpassing hymns constituting the book of ‘Periyalwar tiru- 
mozhi'. 
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7. Kodai - Andal 


In his sprawling garden, the saint Vishnu-chitta, known as 
‘Periyalwat’, grew an abundance of tulasi, the holy basil, for his 
daily offering to the Lord. One day, Periyalwar was engaged as 
usual tending to a large Tulasi plant in the garden. Suddenly, 
Periyalwar was taken by surprise to see a beautiful baby there 


Periyalwar was overwhelmed to find the baby there. He thought 
that God Himself had blessed him with a daughter. Periyalwar 
took the child home and got to bring her up with devotion and 
love. He named her “Kodai”, meaning a flower-garland’. 


Kodai grew up as Periyalwar’s dear daughter. Periyalwar incul- 
cated in her all moral and spiritual values and initiated her in the 
precious sensibilities of the Sri-Vaishnava faith, as she probed 
for the knowledge of the Supreme brahman. In due course, Kodai 
became a scholar-devotee par excellence. She made a resolve to 
herself, that she would wed no mortal : she would have for 
husband none other than the Almighty Hari Himself. 


Periyalwar, as part of his daily devotions, made. flower-garlands 
for Vata-patra-sayee, the presiding deity of Sri-villi-puttoor. How- 
ever, unbeknown to Periyalwar, Kodai made it a practice to don 
herself the garlands before they were offered to the Lord. She 
admired herself in the mirror for her worthiness as the Lord’s 
bride.Periyalwar, as he carried the garlands across to the shrine, 
had no inkling whatever that the garlands had already been worn 


The foundling was named as ‘Kodai’, a flower-garland. It is only later when Periyalwar 


discovered the Lard’s acceptance of her garland-offcring that she came to admired as 


ANDAL, the one who ruled the heart of the Lord Himself. 
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by Kodai. And the Lord only too happily accepted the garlands 
which wafted the aroma of Kodai’s billowing hair. 
DA EO TIT ATIRA Or DOCAS DONG ale. 


This went on for many days. One day, even as Kodai was going 
through her flower-toilet, Periyalwar returned home. He was 
upset when he noticed his daughter decking herself in the very 
garlands made to be dedicated to the Lord. He exclaimed, “Here 
we are, offering used garlands to the Lord! And, what greater 
sinning than that!" Kodai, however, was into her own state of 
transport. Periyalwar was overwhelmed to think he was in grave 
misdemeanour all these days, unknowingly though. He was de- 
jected and went into a fast of atonement, as he fell asleep. 


As Periyalwar was in deep sleep, Lord Vata-patra-sayee appeared 
in the dream of the Alwar. The sage was both surprised and 
frightencd. The Lord said, “Dear devotee, do not you think that 
you have cornmitted any sin. Your child, Kodai, she has come to 
rule my heart, and she is thus my Andal! It is verily wholesome 
unto me, that she has already worn these garlands that you made! 
You have made unto me what I covet as a precious offering, ~~ 
these gralands here which are already enjoyed by Andal !” The 
Lord spoke on, “Do thou keep up with this offering of the gar- 
lands that Andal approved !” The Alwar was ecstatic over the 
vision. He had been proud that his darling child, Kodai, now 
grown into a maiden. He was granted the discovery that, this 
Kodai, had come to rule the heart of the Lord ! She ruled the 
Lord Himself, and hence she was Andal ! 

The sage broke from his trance. He called out for Andal. She 
whom he loved as his own child was none other than the incar- 
nation of the Lord’s consort Herself. “Oh, Andal ! how dear 
you be to the Lord Himself !” 


Directed by the Lord thus, Alwar from then on presented the 
garlands in the temple after Andal's approval only. This was what 
propitiated the Lord most. Andal came to be addressed by the 
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beautiful sobriguet ‘Soodi-k-kodutta-nacchiar’ , otherwise Aa- 
mukta-malya-daa. She it was who first appropriated the gar- 
land-offering herself before it was dedicated unto the Lord. She 
it was who became the chosen of the Lord, as His own consort. 
And, she it was that came to rule both the Lord and His devotee. 
Her venerable name “Andal” made her truly the queen that ruled. 


Andal eventually came of age. Her father, Periyalwar, thought 
long within himself on her marriage. He spoke to her on who 
could be the best suitor for her. She had already resolved that no 
mortal man would take her hand. She would wed Lord Sriman- 
Narayana alone, and this needed no deliberation whatsoever. 
The Lord was vibrantly manifest in different forms and with dif- 
ferent names, in a hundred and eight Chosen Sites, vener- 
ated as ‘divya-desam’. The entire college of these 108 divine 
suitors assembled before Andal waiting for her to select One out 
of themselves. Andal chose Lord Ranganatha, the Bridegroom 
Beautiful from Srirangam, to receive her hand. Lord Ranganatha 
instantly accepted His Bride and beamed at her in His resplen- 
dence. 


Even as Periyalwar was preoccupitd with the arrangements to 
be made for the marriage of Andal, Lord Ranganatha appeared 
in the dream of Alwar. The Lord, so eager was He, could not 
wait to discuss Himself the organisation of the marriage. 


The Lord said, “I will send my officiating priests (archaka-s), the 
administrators (sthaneekar-s) and artisans (kinkara-s), to your 
place, Sri-villi-puttoor. And it is they who would escort you all to 
my abode, Srirangam. It is in Srirangam that I shall wed Andal!” 


Periyalwar forthwith conveyed to Andal the wishes of Lord Su- 


preme, and asked her to prepare for her divine nuptials with the 
Almighty. 


As the Lord had eagerly desired, Andal was seated in a palanquin 
and conveyed from Srivilliputtur all the way to Srirangam, in all 
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pageantry and with all temple honors, and with a great train of 
rejoicing multitudes, led by the exultant King Vallabha Deva. 
‘The bridal party reached Srirangam, and Andal was ushered into 
the sanctum sanctorum in the Great Temple of Lord Ranganatha. 
The Bridegroom Beautiful ~ Alakia manavaalan ~ and His 
Bride Blessed stood face-to-face with each other, eye devouring 
eye, heart drawn to heart. Andal was enraptured by the beauty of 
the Lord, Her Lord, savouring His appearance from head to foot. 
She approached the serpent-couch of the Lord with soft tread, 
hoisted herself to the gentle embrace of her Lord, and merged in 
His pervasive glory for ever. King Vallabhadeva and his huge 


entourage witnessed this in wonder. 


Lord Ranganatha spoke to Periyalwar and said, “The spirit of 
the milky ocean gave unto us to wed the divinity of glory, Sri, 
and he became our father-in-law. You too have become one 
presently. You may continue rendering your fervent worship to 
us back in Sri-villi-puttoor |” 


Periyalwar was rendered speechless at receiving the unique grace 
of the Lord. It was for him a moment to be happy and pensive. 
It was pure bliss to realise that he gave his dear daughter in mar- 
riage verily to the Lord Supreme. The saint ruminated a little, 
to think that he had raised his child as the very divinity of glory 
~~ tiru-makal pol, valartten ! 

Periyalwar returned home to Sri-villi-puttoor, and continued 
with his fervent worship of the Lord. 
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8. Tondar-adi-p-podi Alwar (Vipra-Narayana) 


Vipra-Narayana, as the Alwar was initially known, came of a 
Poorva-Sikha Brahman family. He was born at Tiru-mandan-kudi 
in the Chozha kingdom, near Pullam-bhootam-kudi, a divya-desam 
panegyrized by Tirumangai Alwar. After the traditional sacred- 
thread investiture of upa-nayanam, he received instruction in the 
scripture, Veda, with its revealed part (the Sruti), and the derived 
texts (smrti). Soon, he acquired the traditional disciplines of learn- 
ing, and developed an ardent desire to live in Srirangam, which 
was known to be a city of unmatched sanctity, prosperity and , 
blessedness. 
'Srirangam atulam kshEtram SriyA jushTam SubhAspadam' 


Vipra-Narayana forthwith journeyed to Srirangam and reached 
the sanctum of the Great Temple. There he fervently beheld with 
his eycs and his heart the beauty of Lord Ranganatha reclining 
on the serpent-couch, named the Eternal, Ananta. Vipra settled 
down Hein he service of keeping a pard garden of the sacred basil 
(tufasee) and scented flowers, and offering them in garlands unto 
the Lord. 

This was how noble sages of yore, like Malakara, Pundarccka, 
and Periyalwar had served the Lord before himself. Vipra- 


Narayana supported himself in Srirangam with the alms of food 
he received on his daily rounds befitting his celibate status. 


The divya-desam ‘Tiru-k-karambanoor’ was situated to the north 


of Srirangam, im AcTOsS rivet kolladam. Here lived a beautiful 
danseuse called Deva-devi. 
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She had of a day visited the Chola king’s court in Uraiyoor, situ- 
ated to the south of Srirangam, across river Kaveri, and had won 
royal appreciation. While returning home, Devadevi and her com- 
panions wended their way by Vipra-Narayana’s garden. As thcy 
stopped for rest in the lush and cool shade of a tree, Devadevi 
was greatly attracted by the beauty and aesthetics of the garden. 
Vipra-Narayana sauntered by, striking in appearance in his clean- 
washed robes, his tied-up hair and flowing beard, sporting the 
Oordbva-pundram on his forehead and on his person, and wearing 
around his neck the sacred strings of #wlasi beads and lotus seeds. 
He kept working in his garden with focussed attention, and went 
on watering tree-clusters and creeper-clumps. Vipra-Narayana 
had not even noticed the women entering his garden. Devadevi, 
the self-conscious beauty, was piqued that he should have failed 
to notice her. 


Devadevi in her consternation spoke to her companions. How 
could anyone style himself a man and bc oblivious of her beauty? 
Devadevi needed all of the counsel her companions had to give 
her. She just could not let this go, and she vowed that she would 
get him under her spell and hold him capitve to her beauty. Her 
mind made up, Devadevi promptly took off her embellishments 
one by one, and donned the simple robe of a lay person. She 
approached Vipra-Narayana.and fell at his feet. Vipra-Narayana 
was startled, and he exclaimed, “Well, what do we have here!” 


She replied in a broken voice,“O sire, the dark deeds of my pre- 
vious birth caused me to be born of a woman of easy virtue. I 
seck my salvation with you since you are in the intimate service 
of the Lord. Would you, Sir, please take pity on me and engage 
me in the sacred garden work? I shall be in attendance all the 
while till you have offered your garland to the Deity and returned 
from your round of alms for the day !” 


Vipra Narayana was moved by her pathetic plea, and appointed 
Devadevi to assist him in the diverse tasks of gardening. Six 


29 


months went by in this manner. There was a day of heavy rains. | 
Deva Devi was working in the garden as usual and got totally 
drenched in the rain. From within his cottage, Vipra Narayana 
noticed her distress and beckoned to her to step inside for shel- 
ter. It was Deva Devi’s moment. She slowly plied him with her 
body language and soft whispers and they made love. Alwar had 
totally surrendered to Devadevi’s spell. She later led him, like a 
trophy, to her own home where he lived with her in love. She 
turned him out eventually when he could no longer pay her for 
her love. He was still amorous for her, and he scrounged for the 
undignified shelter of a corner in her house-porch. His services 
to the Temple fell into neglect. 

Lord Narayana and His Consort Lakshmi-devi took it to visit 
their devotee who had abandoned himself to the mercy of 
Devadevi. Sri-devi was moved by the wretched state of the devo- 
tee, and prayed for Lord Narayana’s mercy on him. She said, “O 
Lord ! do Thou draw our devotee Vipra-Narayana away from his 
carnal cravings! Do Thou also admit him to the enduring shelter 
of Thy feet 1” “So be itl”, said the Lord in his inifinite mercy. 
The Lord took the form of a temple functionary, and stood at 
the door of Devadcvi's home. The temple-man held in his hands 
a golden water-bowl used in Temple ceremony. Vipra-Narayana 
suspected none of this. The stranger knocked the door and 
Devadevi appeared. Handing over the golden article, he said, 
“My name is Azhahakia-manavalan, messenger of Vipra- 
Narayana. This is from him?” At day-break, the priests of the 
temple discovered the theft of a golden bowl from the inventory. 
It was rightaway reported to the royal court in Uraiyoor. After 
due inquiries, it was found that the missing valuable was with 
Devadevi. She was taken to the court and questioned. Devadevi 
reported that the vessel was sent to her by Vipra-Narayana through 


his messenger named Azhakia-manavalan. Vipra Narayana too 
was questioned, and he denied he had any servant at all. He natu- 
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rally pleaded innocence. 


Both Devadevi and Vipra-Narayana were together cross-exam- 
ined by the King himself, but there was no conclusive finding, 
Alwar was, for the time being, ordered into custody. Vipra- 
Narayana languished in custody, and Sridevi addressed the Lord 
and said : “O Lord! let there be no further testing of our devotee! 
Do please redeem him through your mercy !” At this, Lord 
Narayana visited the King in his dream. The Lord directed the 
King, “It was I that staged the mock-theft of the Temple vessel. 
It was just to administer correction on his lapses. Vipra-Narayana 
has already repented his lapses, and no further punishment is 
due to him. Restore him now, oh King, in his service of keeping 
my Temple garden and making my garlands.” 

The King marvelled; and he let everyone know in the morning 
that the Lord had spoken to him. Vipra-Narayana was released 
from custody, and he was reverenced by the King, who sent the 
sage back to Srirangam with appropriate protocol. 
Vipra-Narayana became deeply remorseful to think of his past 
dissipation. Oh, how long it was, oh, how long, since he worked 
in the Temple garden and strung flower-garlands for his dear Lord 
Sriranga! In consternation, he visited some Srivaishnava savamts 
who taught him what to do in atonement and for spiritual purifi- 
cation. 

“Etat samasta-pApAnAm prAyaS-chittam maneeshibhih, 
nirNeetam bhagavad-bhakta-pAdOdaka-nishEvaNam.” 


(In expiation for any sin, one shall imbibe the washing of the feet 
of devotees of Bhagavan Sri Narayana.) | 


Vipra-Narayana lost no time in seeking out the devotees. He 
washed their feet and he touched his head with the dust off their 


feet. This, for him, was the equivalent of a bath in the sacred 
river Ganga. The act of reverencing on his head the dust of devo- 
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tees’ feet was what earned for him the popular honorific 


onorific, — 
‘Tondar-adi-p-podi Alwar‘ and Bhaktangbri-renu-soort. . 
Alwar’s ordeal and atonement made him joyful steadfast in the 
service of Lord Sriranga. He put his dissipation behind him and 
was no longer afraid of himself in seeking God-love. 


He thought of none but Lord Sriranga ~~ bhavo na anyatra gacchati 
~~ at any moment. He was like the chaste woman who enter- 


tains no passion for any but her husband. Lord Sriranga suffused 
the Alwar, sustained and animated him all over, and he sang forth 
in extraordinary psalms. He sang the decad of Tiru-p-palli- 
ezhucchi (su-prabhatam) to rouse the Lord from his cosmic slum- 
ber. He thus became the Lord’s minstrel of the morn-tide. 


In his other and longer hymn of Tiru-malai he celebrated the 
uniqueness of Lord Sriranga as the Lord in Majesty, Lord non 
pareil, the Paramatman. This was also the Alwar's testament of 
his undivided devotion to Sriranga. The Alwar spent his life in 
the service of the Lord, and his life sanctified the lives of others 
who sought him out and sang his psalms. 
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9. Tiru-p-pan Alwar 


Srirangam, a sprawling island in river Kaveri, is situated in thc 
Tamil region of South India. This ancient and historic city is 
venerated as the holy-of-holies of the Sri-Vaishnava religion. To 
the south of Srirangam, across the river, is the city of Uratyoor 
which was once the capital of the early Chozha dynasty of kings. 
Here it was that Tiruppan Alwar was born, in the asterism of 
Rohincc in the month of “Kartikai'. 


The Veda proposes that one’s progeny is born of every limb and 
organ of the parents, but truly emerges from their heart ~~ 
“angat angat sam-bhavasi, hrdayat adhi-jayase”. It is small 
wonder that tradition should hold this Saint as issuing from the 
sacred mark, Sr-vatsam, identified on the chest of Lord Sriman 
Narayana Himself. The infant was discovered in a paddy field, 
and was brought up by a couple of the panchama caste. The 
Alwar grew up and he became a minstrel (“paanan”). He was 
addressed as such, the Paanan. 


There was something other-worldly, something mysterious, and 
surpassingly gentle about this personage, as he constantly sought 
the sandy stretch of river Kaveri flowing to the south of 
Srirangam, and spent hours hunched there, setting his eyes and 
his entire being in the direction of the Great Temple (‘Periya- 
koyil?) of Lord Sriranga. He was all the time abstracted in 
thoughts of the Lord, and away from his material environs. He 
was obviously looking inward and blended in the Lord's epiphany 
in his heart but, alas, his low birth kept him from crossing the 
river and gazing his eyeful at the Lord manifest inside the Great 
Temple. 
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Panan grew up, and came to play deftly on the strings of the 
Veena. He was simply possessed of happiness as he sang of the 
Lord’s doings, appearances and episodes, runing his eena all the 
while. At no time did he sense where he was, but he was all the 
time aware that his heart was cruising towards the Lord Sriranga 


manifest in the Great Temple across the river. The river flowed 
by softly, but his song did not end. 


It was yet another day when Paanan sat himself on the steps of 
the river-bank and sang to himself of the Lord. A Brahmin func- 
tionary, called Loka-saranga, engaged in the service of Lord 
Sriranga, arrived there to collect the sacred river water for the 
ritual bath of the Lord. The priest was annoyed that the Paanan 
was unmindfully blocking his descent into. the river. The priest 
called out aloud, for him to move aside and make way for him. 


Paanan was totally unaware of the fuss around him and did not 
realise that Loka-saranga was shouting at him. The priest got 
agitated and yelled at Paanan. Paanan was established in his 
communication with the Lord that he continued with his hym-_ 
nals. Loka-saranga, wild with anger, picked up a stone and flung 


"it at Paanan. The stone hit him in the temples and blood oozed 
out. It was then that Paanan came to, and scurried away from the 
spot. 


Loka-saranga, as usual, dipped the large silver pitcher into the 
stream, and carried the sacred river water to the temple. As soon 
as he reached the sanctum sanctorum, the doors slammed shut 
even as the priest was about to step in. Loka-saranga thought 
this weird and stared at the doors speechlessly. 


There was a roll of thunder in the high heavens. An ethereal 
voice, Asareeri-vani, spoke to Loka-saranga Muni. He had verily 
offended the Lord, in that he had slighted and hurt a true devo- 
tee, a Bhagavata. The Lord then commanded that Loka-saranga 
deem not low the precious Saint Paanan, that Loka-saranga re- 
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turn to the river-bank, find the Alwar, and bring the Saint unto 
the Lord’s presence inside of the Great Temple. On this mis- 


sion, Loka-saranga was to carry Paanan on his own shoulders, 
and in no other manner, so commanded the Lord. 


Loka-saranga Muni immediately proceeded to where he had last 
sighted Paanan. He told the astonished Paanan about the Lord’s 
command to fetch him to the Lord’s presence in the Temple sanc- 
tum. Paanan categorically refused this, saying that it was totally 
incongruous that, he of low birth, should step on the sacred soil 
of the Srirangam island at all. Loka-saranga accepted this and 
said, Be it that you shall not step on the sacrcd soil of Srirangam, 
but I beseech you to climb on my shoulders to reach the Temple 
sanctum, for so has the Lord commanded of me | - 


The humble Alwar marvelled at all this, as one would marvel at 
the divine creation of life itself ! He was too stunned to talk, 
and Loka-saranga Muni, regarded him in reverence. 
Loka-saranya then hoisted the Saint over to his own shoulders, 
even as the Ati-vahika angels carry the individual soul who en- 
ters the divine portals of heaven and is too transfixed to observe 
anything there. Paanan let himself be carried in deference to the 
command of the Lord. On towards the temple they went. 


Loka-saranga Muni reached the Temple in a brisk walk and, lo, 


the doors of the sanctum were thrown open. Loka-saranga set 
down his precious load, Paanan, on the floor of the sanctum. 
Paanan raised his eager and tremulous eyes to let them chart the 


majestic form and beauty of Lord Sriranga, reclining on the Ser- 


pent of Infinity, Ananta. The experience was overwhelming 


and he madc his own ten-stanza hymnal, Even as the suckling 
infant ignores all else of his mother and reaches for her breasts, 


the Alwar in his yearning started by worshipping the blessed lo- 
tus-feet of Lord Sriranga. The Lord glowed in his Sacred Person 
which emitted rays of the Divine Grace toward his devotee. The 
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moment was one of rich blessing for thc Saint, Tiru-p-pan 
Alwar, and his heart was on the hymnal which the Lord's epiphany 
had inspired, The song, Amalan-Adi-piran, streamed forth, chart- 


ing Lord Sriranga's lotus-fecr, and finally settling on His entire 
Person which glowed with the hue of rain-bcaring cloud. / Once 
the eyes had feasted on this beatitude, they would not behold_ 
any other object in creation, And Lord Sriranga, so much grati- 


fied at gaining His precious devotee, gathered the Alwar unto 
Himself, even like a posy of gn rant roots. 
——— c 


An ; 
The likes of us who are far, far, Æss blessed than the Saint, Tiru- 
p-pan Alwar, have still inherited the unique record of the Saint’s 
personal vision of Lord Sriranga. 

The divya-prabandbam known as(Amalan-adi-piran will be our 
unfailing raft that would always reach us back to the indescrib- 


able God-consciousness as is represented in the venerated story 
of the Tiru-p-pan Alwat.) 
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Na nan Sa me a aa La ra ee an sn 
10. Tirumangai Alwar 


In the Chola kingdom of the Tamil region is a small territory 
known as Tirumangai. The sacred shrine of Tiruvaali-tirunagari 
borders Tiru-k-kuraiyal-oor which is included in Tirumangai. In 
Tirumangai territory lived an army commander of the Chola king. 
The commander was of the community of kalar (men of kalam, 
the battlefield) which supplied the traditional infantrymen for 
armies. 

A son was born to the commander. For reason of his dark skin, 
the child was named Neelan. This was the gifted child who would 
grow to be, and be venerated, as Tirumangai Alwar. As he grew 
up, he trained in the martial arts as for a warrior of the highest 
category. Neelan soon came to the notice of the king whu el- 
evated him to the rulership of the limited Tirumangai territory. 
Neelan thus came to be known as “Tirumangai Mannan” — the 
strapping ruler of the land of Tirumangai. 


The Divya-desam, known as Tiru-vella-k-kulam and Annan-koyil, 
situated in Tirumangai territory, had a beautiful lotus pond. The 
pond was favoured of celestial nymphs called apsara. 'Therc was 
a day of special water sports in the pond chosen by the apsaras ` 
who repaircd there in large numbers. The damsel who had the 
most winning looks of all, had drifted a little apart from her com- 
panions and went gathering the prettiest stalks of water lilies. 
After a while, her companions floated back to their celestial 
abode overlooking the one who was absorbed in lotus-gathering 
Realising that she had been left behind by her apsara compan- 
ions, the lonely nymph chose to appear as an ordinary human, 
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and approached a passing Brahmin physician for shelter. The Brah- 
min who was himself issucless, gladly agreed accepted her and 
took her home. He entrusted her to the care of his wife, and 
named her Kumuda-valli, after the lotus pool where he met her. 


Tirumangai Mannan did not take long to hear of the unearthly 
beauty of the maiden Kumuda-valli. He was instantly captivated 
and rightaway reached the house of her foster-father with loads 
of finery and ornaments as presents. After meeting her father, he 
requested for her hand in marriage in deep supplication. The fa- 
ther readily agreed to the proposal. However, Kumuda-valli who 
was listening to the conversation approached the handsome suitor, 
Tirumangai-mannan, and made a determined point. She declared 
that she would not marry any one who had not undergone the 
five-fold initiation rite of the Srivaishnava faith, and one who 
did not don the signs of Vishnu on his forehead. And she straight 
offered Tirumangai-mannan the chance to become a Srivaishnava, 
if he was to have her hand in marriage. 


The passionate suitor Tirumangai-mannan readily accepted 
Kumuda-valli’s pre-conditions, and forthwith reached the famed 
shrine of Tiru-naraiyoor. He prayed to the presiding deity for 
admission to the Sri- Vaishnava faith. 


The Lord-Deity was compassion personified, and He granted the 
prayer. The Lord touched his shoulders with the divine conch 
and discus, and made-him a Srivaishnava. Tirumangai-mannan 
returned jubilantly to Kumudavalli, but his excitement was 
stemmed by a new condition of Kumudavalli. She told him, “It 
would only be proper that we marry after you have fed a thou- 
sand and eight . Srivaishnava savants every day through the year, 
and partaken of their prasAdam and holy washing of their fect.” 


Tirumangai Mannan willingly consented, despite the magnitude 
and time-stretch of the new task Kumudavlli had set him on. 
And they married in a manner beautiful as the land and the 
people had not known before. 
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His sacramental vow bcfore him, Tirumangai just drew on the 
funds of the exchequer at his disposal to conduct the daily feed- 
ing of Srivaishnava devotees. 


The Chola King came to know about this and summoned 
Tirumangai. The king was not amused that Tirumangai was us- 
ing the funds of exchequer on public feeding. He commanded 
Tirumangai to refund the money spent that far. Tirumangai pre- 
dictably deficd the King and, after a prolonged battle, he was 
arrested and held in custody in a temple. 


Tirumangai continued in custody and fasting for three full days. 
Lord Varadaraja appeared in his dream, and spoke saying, “You 
will have all the funds you need for your service of devotion. 
Come over to Kancheepuram.” The Lord identified for him the 
place where a big treasure was lying. 

Tirumangai reported this to the King and, on being released, set 
forth with the King’s escort and found the treasure at the desig- 
nated place. He repaid the debts of the King, and with the re- 
maining money, continued with the holy task of feeding 
Srivaishnavas. The King then came to know of the generosity 
and greatness of the Alwar. He apologized to the saint for his 
earlier misunderstanding. And Tirumangai kept on with his holy 
service to the Lord Almighty and His devotees. 


The Alwar had four intimate disciples, each with a subtle but 
questionable skill which was deployed to relieve people of un- 
lawful money. One of the disciples, “Neer-mel-naaappAn” 
could pirouette (pron. pi-roo-et) over water surface, and could 
casily waylay smugglers and pirates on the high sea. Another, by 
the name “Tola-vazhakkan” had the gift of picking up quarrels 
with almost no provocation, and could make dishonest traders 
to put up moncy. The third was famous as “Tal-ooduvan” and 
could pick any lock. This skill came handy to burgle the houses 
of rich folks who had amassed unfair money. And the fourth 
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was known as “Nizhal-otunkuvan”. He could use any patch 
of shadow for cover and concealment, and rob the wily folk. The 


wealth they accumulated in this manner was used for the several 
devotional projects which the Saint had undertaken. 


Lord Sriman Narayana exulted over his devotee’s progress, and 
decided to bestow the sacred knowledge on Alwar. The Lord 
made a ruse for the purpose. The Lord and his spouse Sri-devi 
came as a newly-wed couple donning all the finery of wedlock 
and walked down the deserted path where the Alwar and his 
team lay in wait for dacoity. The dacoits fell on the wedding 
party and relieved them of their entire valuables. 


One solitary piece of jewellery remained to be grabbed, the golden 
ring which sat tight on the toe of the Lord. Tirumangai would 
not budge and could not put on his best manners at the moment. 
He fell on his face and tried to bite off the toe-ring, but without 
success! The pile of jewellery grabbed by the dacoits made quite 


a bundle, but the Alwar found to his dismay that he could not 
heave the bundle over to his shoulders. 


Alwar had his murky doubts that the bridegroom who had sur- 
rendered all of his jewellery had in fact worked a spell of sorts. 
He asked, "What spell have you cast?” The Lord responded : 
“Yes, the spell indeed ! Lean your ears to me, so that I can mut- 
ter my spell !” Alwar curiously did so, and the Lord whispered 
the sacred eight-syllable mantra into his ears. 


Not a moment further, and the Lord appeared on the Garuda. 
kite in all His glory, and with His consort. Alwar was overwhelmed 

by this instance of the Lord’s grace and sang out his psalms vivi- 

fying the preciousness of the Lord’s name, Narayana. Alwar’s 

direct encounter with the Lord, so rare for a human to come hy, 

made the Saint radiate with the true knowledge of the Lord’s 

bliss. This was a moment for rhapsody, and rarefied poetry issued 

forth from his lips in sheer adoration of the Lord Adorable. 
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Tiru-mangai-Alwar's psalter is in six books, matching the six 
“angas” of the Vedas. The Alwar could scarce contain himself 
staying in one place and the entire country spanned out in his 
mind for a grand pilgrimage. Hc was bent on worshipping in ev- 
ery one of the One-Hundred-and-Eight divya-desam -- Chosen Sites 
held sacred in Srivaishnava lore. On he went and walked, and 
wandered and sang his glorious psalms, right as far as 
Badarikasrama, Salagrama and Tiru-p-piriti, all of them nestling 
in the hard-to-reach Himalayan hills. And Naimisa-aranyam, 
where the Lord is manifest as the forest itself. And his pilgrim- 
age and highly lyrical psalter covered as many as eighty-six shrines 
flung far and wide in the land of Bharata-varsha. 


After concluding his long pilgrimage, Tirumangai-Alwar came 
down and settled at Srirangam, where he sang the glory of Lord 
Rangantha to his heart’s content. The Lord was moved at the 
single-minded devotion of the Alwar, and commanded him to 
build the outer structures and towers of the Great Temple of 
Srirangam. Alwar could not tarry a moment after this and started 
implementing the divine command. He raised the funds in his 
imperious ways, and completed the mammoth task, which was 
lauded by the Lord Himself. 

This was how the noble Tirumangai Alwar and his wife 
Kumudavalli lived in consummate devotion to the Lord. And in 
time the Lord accorded them the parama-pada, the beatitude 
of highest level and, as the doctrine gocs, the Lord felt his own 
grace as given inadequately. 
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